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Josep Call is co-founder and director 
of the Wolfgang Köhler Primate 
Research Center (WKPRC) at the 
Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary 
Anthropology (MPI-EVA), and a 
senior scientist at the department 
of Developmental and Comparative 
Psychology of the MPI-EVA. The 
WKPRC is the only center worldwide 
dedicated to the comparative study 
of the cognition of all four nonhuman 
great apes. He holds a Bachelors 
degree in Psychology from the 
Universitat Autonoma de Barcelona 
and Masters and Doctorate degrees 
from Emory University. Prior to joining 
the MPI-EVA, he was a lecturer at the 
School of Biological Sciences at 
the University of Liverpool. He has 
published two books and nearly two 
hundred articles and book chapters 
on the behavior and cognition of apes 
and other animals and has presented 
his work on numerous occasions at 
international meetings. He is currently 
the associate editor of the Journal 
of Comparative Psychology and a 
member of the editorial board of 
several other academic journals.
What turned you on to biology in 
the first place? Although I had always 
been fascinated by animals, it was an 
internship devoted to observing gorilla 
behaviour at the Barcelona zoo during 
my high school years that made me 
realize that this was what I wanted to 
do when I grew up.
Do you have a favourite paper? 
I have a favourite book: Mentality 
of Apes by Wolfgang Köhler (1925). 
I like this book because it presents 
some of the pioneering work that 
was done in the area of primate 
cognition. On several occasions 
we have re-discovered things 
that Köhler had already described 
almost 100 years ago. The book 
reads almost like a research diary 
that allows the reader to see clearly 
how the author was thinking at 
certain junctions. This feeling is not 
surprising because, although it was 
published in English as a book, the 
bulk of the original version in German 
appeared as research articles in 
1917. It is almost as if you are there 
Q & A sitting with the author observing how the chimpanzees responded to the 
challenges posed by the experimenter. 
What advice have you been given? 
If a student or a colleague does not 
understand what you are trying to 
convey, it is your own fault. Find a 
way to express it better. Often, doing 
so, it also helps improve your own 
understanding on the subject! 
What advice would you offer 
someone wondering whether to 
start a career in biology? Never give 
up — there are no mountains that are 
too high to climb — and always keep 
your eyes open for answers, which 
may appear in unexpected places.
If you knew what you know earlier 
on, would you still pursue the same 
career and research path? Yes, 
absolutely.
What has been your biggest 
mistake in research? To have a 
focus that is too narrow, both in terms 
of species and research questions. 
I have been trying to correct this bias 
over the years, but I still have much 
room for improvement.
What is your favourite conference 
and what the least favourite? 
I dislike large and long conferences 
where you can only meet colleagues 
for 30 seconds at a time. I prefer one 
or two day workshops focused on a 
particular topic with plenty of time for 
discussion.
Do you have a scientific hero? 
Two, actually. Wolfgang Köhler and 
Robert Yerkes. They are considered 
the fathers of primate cognition 
and two of the founding figures of 
comparative cognition in general. 
Each contributed a key aspect to 
comparative cognition. Whereas 
Köhler, a gestalt psychologist with 
influential ideas on learning and 
problem solving in chimpanzees, 
contributed the cognition bit, Yerkes, 
a psycho-biologist, contributed the 
comparative bit by studying multiple 
species, not just chimpanzees, and 
even sponsoring some of the first 
primate field studies.
Any strong views on journals 
and the peer review system? It 
is the best system that we have 
and I think that it works reasonably well. I am convinced that the peer 
review system has improved the 
quality of my manuscripts in 95% of 
cases. If editors are willing to play an 
arbitration role between reviewers 
and authors, it is not a bad system. 
This means that editors should not 
trust reviewers blindly (trust but 
verify), reviewers should be respectful 
and sensitive to the authors’ work, 
and authors should understand that 
editors often face difficult decisions. 
Sometimes I think that what is 
missing is a more fluid dialog between 
the three parties implicated — a 
dialog that in some cases could be 
extremely rewarding for all parties 
involved.
What is your greatest research 
ambition? It’s pretty simple: to learn 
at least one new thing every day about 
my field of study and to tell other 
people. The day we stop learning, 
our mind starts to wither.
What do you think are the big 
questions to be answered next 
in your field? There are many but 
here is one that I find especially 
challenging and fascinating. I would 
like to know whether chimpanzees 
remember their infancy. More 
specifically, do they remember that 
occasion when they encountered 
a leopard? Do they remember who 
was there with them and what they 
did? Do they remember that such an 
event happened a long time ago as 
opposed to yesterday? Our personal 
memories constitute an integral 
part of our identity as persons, and 
their loss can have devastating 
effects — something that family 
members of Alzheimer’s patients 
have surely experienced. We know 
that humans have these memories 
because we can talk about them. I am 
not sure that we are even close to 
answering this question for nonhuman 
animals. Although recently some 
inroads have been made into the area 
of animal meta-memory — thinking 
and reflecting about one’s own 
memories — there are still many open 
questions and high mountains to 
climb. I anticipate that this will be a 
research area that will develop further 
in years to come.
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